political crisis that posed an imminent and severe threat to the survival of Britain's unique and uniquely fragile constitutional order. 2 This was a reaction to a number of developments on the domestic and imperial political stage during the late 1760s and early 1770s, including the ministerial instability of the first ten years of the reign of George III, the increasing popular support for the radical reform movement that rallied around John Wilkes, and Britain's failure to come to terms with her new imperial role in the aftermath of her victory in the Seven Years War. The repeated outbursts we encounter in Hume's letters of this period occur at moments when several or all of these factors combined in such a way as to create what he regarded as highly explosive situations. While Hume considered such cumulative crises momentous enough to be 'worthy the Pen of the greatest Historian', 3 he was resolved not to continue his History of England (1752-61) beyond 1688, instead contenting himself with revising his existing political and historical writings. Whereas his views were rather cautiously expressed in these revisions, they were allowed to pour forth in all their vehemence and vituperation in the letters he sent to his friends. 4 It is these letters that have led a number of modern commentators to conclude that Hume had either made a conservative turn or else had given free rein to a conservative bias already latent in his earlier political philosophy. 5 Beginning with Duncan Forbes, scholars have more carefully re-examined Hume's later political statements and reappraised the seriousness and complexity of his thinking on the political affairs of the 1760s and 1770s. 6 The picture of Hume's thought that has emerged from these examinations is that of an intense and growing preoccupation with a series of interlocking political, economic, and cultural developments which taken together seemed to him to pose an imminent threat to the survival of a political order he had spent much of his career analysing and defending. 7 The present essay seeks to contribute to this exploration of Hume's later political thought by investigating more closely two central concerns of his later thinking on contemporary affairs, namely the fate of the British Empire, particularly with regard to the American colonies, and the future of established religion. Our understanding of the place occupied by the problems of empire and religion in Hume's later political thought could benefit from fresh light shed by a recently discovered holograph letter from 1775, addressed to a friend, Andrew Stuart of Torrance, a London Scot and Member of Parliament. 8 News had just reached Edinburgh of the first major military engagement in the War of American Independence, the Battle of Bunker Hill. Hume writes that
It is probably the Fore-runner of a more decisive Advantage, which, if prudently managed, may usher in a temporary Accomodation with the Americans. I believe, however, we shoud do full as well without any Connections with these factious Colonists. There are indeed four Events, which in my opinion will fully establish our Prosperity. First, that we do not possess a single foot of Land, that we can call our own, in America: Secondly, that, by a common Edict of all the Asiatic Powers, no Englishman under pain of Death, shall ever dare to pass the Cape of GoodHope: Thirdly, that, if King, Lords and Commons were to offer their united Bond at twenty per cent for 1000 pounds they shall not be able to procure it: Fourthly, that all the Churches shall be converted into Riding Schools, Manufactories, Tennis Courts or Playhouses. Old as I am, I expect to see the three first Objects compleated, and the fourth much advanced.
9
This passage features some of Hume's most incisive remarks on what he regarded as crucial problems of his time and provides a further significant instance of the preoccupations that are reflected elsewhere in his extant correspondence of the last decade of his life. The last sentence of the above-quoted passage echoes the whimsical tone of a number of similar remarks that we encounter in Hume's letters to his friends from the late 1760s onwards. There are parallels with two earlier statements about current affairs, in which he had already expressed his despair at the course taken by political affairs by calling for 'the total Revolt of America' and 'the Expulsion of the English from the East Indies'. 10 These are not concrete policy proposals that Hume actually expected to see fulfilled. They are better understood as thought experiments that allowed him to indulge his fancy by imagining how political affairs could be rearranged in such a way that the crisis he regarded as imminent might still be averted. We should not, however, assume that he did not take the political situation of his day seriously. On the contrary, his letters and published statements of this period reveal that during the last decade of his life he was reacting to events he regarded as intensely troubling. Reading Hume's statements in the new letter alongside those made in other letters as well as in his published writings should therefore allow us to determine how far these statements were meant in jest or in earnest. It should also enable us to shed some fresh light on Hume's attitude towards the war Britain fought to keep her American colonies within the Empire as well as to reconsider his attitude towards established religion. The letter thus provides a starting-point for a re-examination of Hume's later political thought by requiring us to consider anew two of its central preoccupations, the themes of empire and religion.
I
The North American colonies and their place within the British Empire appear not to have played any special part in Hume's thinking on political matters prior to the early 1750s, when we get a first indication of what Hume thought about American affairs. To be sure, in an essay of 1741 he had established a 'universal axiom' in politics according to which republican governments treated their provinces worse than monarchies did theirs, yet he did not apply this general rule to the specific case of Britain's American colonies, probably due to the fact that these had been founded as settlements rather than acquired through conquest. 11 Hume's high opinion of Britain's settlements in America is clearly expressed in his History of England, which refers to 'those noble settlements'. 12 The most extended statement on the American colonies occurs in the volume on the early Stuarts:
What chiefly renders the reign of James [VI and I] memorable, is the commencement of the English colonies in America; colonies established on the noblest footing that has been known in any age or nation. … The spirit of independency, which was reviving in England, here shone forth in its full lustre, and received new accession from the aspiring character of those, who, being discontented with the established church and monarchy, had sought for freedom amidst those savage desarts. 13 … Speculative reasoners, during that age, raised many objections to the planting of those remote colonies; and foretold, that, after draining their mother-country of inhabitants, they would soon shake off her yoke, and erect an independent government in America: But time has shewn, that the views, entertained by those who encouraged such generous undertakings, 11 In 1741 Hume had postulated as a universal axiom or maxim of political science that 'though free governments have been commonly the most happy for those who partake of their freedom; yet are they the most ruinous and oppressive to their provinces' ('That politics may be reduced to a science', in Essays, moral, political, and literary, ed. were more just and solid. A mild government and great naval force have preserved, and may long preserve the dominion of England over her colonies.
14 The 'spirit of independency' that had arisen in early seventeenth-century England and was soon to prove so fatal to the authority of the Stuart monarchy had thus been transplanted from the mother country to its colonies on the Atlantic seaboard of North America. Hume recognized that this had resulted in a peculiar political culture that needed to be respected and required Britain to exercise a 'mild government' over her colonies. When composing his History of England in the 1750s and early 1760s, he was therefore sanguine about Britain's ability to retain her hold over her American colonies by means of lenient colonial policies coupled with military, especially naval strength. As we will see, from the mid-1760s Hume was forced seriously to reconsider and ultimately to abandon this sanguine view of the fate of British America in the light of the steadily deteriorating relationship between Britain and her colonies.
Hume's engagement with American affairs began in earnest in 1766 when he moved to London following a two-and-a-half year sojourn in Paris. His return coincided with an important stage in the mounting crisis between Britain and her colonies, which had been sparked by protests against the Stamp Act, passed in 1765 and repealed the following year in response to sustained colonial opposition. Towards the end of the 1760s, colonial resistance, which had subsided somewhat following the repeal of the Stamp Act in 1766, was once again running high. Parliament's latest attempt to impose a new set of taxes on the colonies in the form of the Townshend duties met with stiff opposition in the form of widespread protests as well as non-importation agreements between the colonies. Hume, now out of office 18 Due to his first-hand knowledge of French diplomacy, Hume also had contacts to the Southern Department, then led by the Earl of Shelburne. Cf Taken together with the statements in his private correspondence, this change of a published statement reflects a revision on Hume's part of his views on American affairs and testifies to his growing conviction that the loss of America was only a question of time, although this inevitable long-term outcome could perhaps be delayed for a while by an exercise of 'mild government' on the part of the mother country.
The years between the partial repeal of the Townshend duties in 1770 and the passage of the Tea Act of 1773 were years of relative quiet during which colonial protest subsided to a great degree. 26 It is therefore a little surprising to note that during that period, and indeed up to the spring of 1775, American affairs somewhat receded into the background of Hume's correspondence as other urgent issues came to the fore. 27 The American problem never fully retreated, however, and came to preoccupy public debate and Hume's private exchanges with his friends to a hitherto unprecedented degree after the outbreak of open war between Britain and her colonies in April 1775. Soon after news of the first hostilities fought at Lexington and Concord reached Britain, Hume told James Boswell that 'it was all over in America; we could not subdue the colonists, and another gun should not be fired, were it not for decency's sake; he meant in order to keep up an appearance of power', adding that 'we may do very well without America, and he was for withdrawing our troops altogether, and letting the Canadians fall upon our colonists'. 28 Hume elaborated further on this position in the newly found letter he wrote to Stuart upon receiving news of the Battle of Bunker Hill, as well as in a series of letters he wrote in the autumn and winter of 1775. It was at this time that he resumed his extended and intensive correspondence with Strahan, who had in the meantime acquired a seat in Parliament and had thus 'ceas'd to be a speculative Politician and became a practical one'. 29 Strahan's pro-government stance provoked Hume into some of his strongest statements on Britain's war with her rebellious colonies in a series of letters to the printer and politician, the first of which features his most extensive remarks on the subject:
We hear that some of the Ministers have propos'd in Council, that both Fleet and Army be withdrawn from America, and these Colonists be left entirely to themselves. I wish I had been a Member of His Majesty's Cabinet Council, that I might have seconded this Opinion. I shoud have said, that this Measure only anticipates the necessary Course of Events a few Years; that a forced and every day more precarious Monopoly of about 6 or 700,000 Pounds a year of Manufactures, was not worth contending for; that we shoud preserve the greater part of this Trade even if the Ports of America were open to all Nations; that it was very likely, in our method of proceeding, that we shoud be disappointed in our Scheme of conquering the Colonies; and that we ought to think beforehand how we were to govern them, after they were conquer'd. … Let us, therefore, lay aside all Anger; shake hands, and part Friends. Or if we retain any anger, let it only be against ourselves for our past Folly; and against that wicked Madman, Pitt; who has reducd us to our present Condition. Dixi.
30
Hume continued to point out that any attempt to re-conquer America would come at a forbidding moral and economic cost to Britain. The course of action he proposed to recommend to the government was therefore a display of magnanimity on Britain's part. 31 Given the patriotic mood prevailing at Westminster in the autumn of 1775, it is unlikely that he would have managed to convince the members of the North administration of the prudence of adopting this particular proposal. By the autumn of 1775 Hume had become completely disenchanted with the ministry and dismissive of Britain's political and military leadership: 'Lord North, tho in appearance a worthy Gentleman, has not a head for these great Operations, and that if fifty thousand Men, and twenty Millions of Money were entrusted to such a lukewarm Coward as Gage, they never coud produce any Effect.' 32 The impression This was the first statement of a position Tucker was to reiterate and intensify throughout the course of the American crisis and the subsequent War of Independence. 41 He steadfastly held on to this position, rejecting all plans for conciliation with the colonies and all hopes set on Britain's victories in the early phases of the War. From the outset, Tucker's case for granting the American colonies independence-or rather, his case for Britain's voluntary separation from her colonies-did not rest entirely on economic foundations, however, since he regarded the American crisis as part of a wider crisis of the constitutional establishment, interwoven inextricably with domestic calls for electoral reform. Like Hume, he looked for the culprits for that crisis among politicians such as William Pitt, whom he accused of conspiring with the London radicals to subvert the established constitutional order. Since the crisis of an empire that had been acquired for the wrong reasons was threatening to bring the British constitution down, it was best to relinquish that empire. 42 American independence would not be detrimental to Britain, either politically or economically, but would, on the contrary, constitute a remedy for the political ills she was afflicted with by pulling the rug from under the feet of those who supported America's claims for independence out of a desire to alter the British constitution.
43
A different but similarly radical solution to the American problem was advanced by Hume's close friend Adam Smith. From late 1775 onwards there was an expectation among Smith's acquaintances that the magnum opus on political economy he had been working on for nearly a decade was to include an intervention in ongoing debates 39 Ibid., 44. 40 Ibid., 46. 41 In a pamphlet entitled The true interest of Great Britain set forth in regard to the colonies, published as part of a volume of Four tracts, together with two sermons, on political and commercial subjects (Gloucester 1774) which also included a reissue of the earlier Letter from a merchant. 42 The colonies, as Tucker stressed later, were 'the Authors of our present Misfortunes; and they will involve us still greater, if we shall obstinately persist in retaining these remote, unmanageable Possessions', quoted in Reich, British friends of the American Revolution, 116. 43 Ibid., 115.
about the American problem. 44 In the spring of 1776 Smith appears to have been even more preoccupied with this topic than Hume himself, who remarked that his friend was said to be 'very zealous in American Affairs'. 45 This preoccupation found expression in numerous passages of the Wealth of nations, published in March 1776 at the height of the American crisis. Smith agreed with Tucker about the folly of acquiring 'a great empire for the sole purpose of raising up a people of customers', even echoing the phrase 'a Shop-keeping Nation' coined by Tucker. 46 His comments on America permeate his arguments on trade and colonies in Book IV of the work, which presents a sustained and devastating critique of the British system of colonial trade that culminates in the stark assertion that 'Under the present system of management, therefore, Great Britain derives nothing but loss from the dominion which she assumes over her colonies.' 47 Smith goes on to discuss proposals for radical solutions to the American problem of the kind that had been put forth repeatedly by Tucker in print and by Hume in private, namely that-in Hume's words-the American colonists should be left 'alone to govern or misgovern themselves as they think proper' and 'that we shoud preserve the greater part of this Trade even if the Ports of America were open to all Nations'. 48 Smith commented that
To propose that Great Britain should voluntarily give up all authority over her colonies, and leave them to elect their own magistrates, to enact their own laws, and to make peace and war as they might think proper, would be to propose such a measure as never was, and never will be adopted, by any nation in the world. … The most visionary enthusiast would scarce be capable of proposing such a measure, with any serious hopes at least of its ever being adopted. If it was adopted, however, Great Britain would not only be immediately freed from the whole annual expence of the peace establishment of the colonies, but might settle with them such a treaty of commerce as would effectually secure to her a free trade, more advantageous to the great body of the people, though less so to the merchants, than the monopoly which she at present enjoys. By thus parting good friends, the natural affection of the colonies to the mother country, which, perhaps, our late dissentions have well nigh extinguished, would quickly revive. It might dispose them not only to respect, for whole centuries together, that treaty of commerce which they had concluded with us at parting, but to favour us in war as well as in trade, and, instead of turbulent and factious subjects, to become our most faithful, affectionate, and generous allies; and the same 44 Cf. sort of parental affection on the one side, and filial respect on the other, might revive between Great Britain and her colonies, which used to subsist between those of ancient Greece and the mother city from which they descended. 49 Smith agreed that following this course of action would not entail a significant decrease in Britain's transatlantic trade. His contention that by 'parting good friends, the natural affection of the colonies to the mother country, which, perhaps, our late dissentions have well nigh extinguished, would quickly revive' echoes Hume's appeal to 'lay aside all Anger; shake hands, and part Friends'. 50 In between extra-parliamentary opposition in Britain and popular protest in America, due in large measure to the fact that the supporters of Wilkes and the opponents of colonial policies were both opposing what they considered unconstitutional attempts by Parliament to encroach on the liberties of the subjects and deny them proper representation. The two causes were regarded by many on both sides of the Atlantic as intimately related. 55 This raises the question of how Hume could show considerable sympathy with the American cause while at the same time castigating Wilkes and his supporters, in particular the London 'Mob', often in one and the same letter. 56 In other words, a considerable interpretative problem is posed by the fact that Hume in effect shifted the blame of responsibility for the multifaceted crisis that he saw as engulfing Britain on to precisely those groups that were the most vocal supporters of America. In order to account for this apparent contradiction that runs through Hume's statements on British political affairs in the 1760s and 1770s, we need to consider two central elements of his political science, his defence of the British political establishment and his opposition to the extension of the Empire.
III
Hume's concern in the 1760s and 1770s lay, as it had done for the entire course of his intellectual and literary career following the publication of the Treatise in 1739-40, with explaining and defending the constitutional framework of modern Britain. 57 He had commenced this project in his Essays, moral and political (1741-8), which contained a sustained analysis of the British constitution and the party-political divisions that had grown out of it, and continued it with the History of England (1754-61). The latter work provided a narrative account of the process by which Britain's constitutional framework had emerged as the fortuitous outcome of the civil and religious upheavals of the Stuart era and had been fully established during the Revolution of 1688. While Hume maintained that a mixture of the two basic principles of authority and liberty could be found in all European governments, he deemed Britain's post-1688 establishment to be one of the most finely balanced and at the same time most fragile constitutional constructs of modern times. In the English constitution, which had been extended to Scotland with the Union of 1707, sovereignty was lodged in the King-in-Parliament and the balance between the executive and legislative functions of government was upheld by means of a constant struggle between opposing political parties as well as by an institutionalized system of 'corruption' in which the Court exerted influence on Parliament in order to curb the otherwise excessive power of the 55 Cf. 58 From the outset, Hume's writings on politics betrayed a sense that the crowning achievement of this government, the unprecedented extent of political liberty enshrined in it, was at the same time its greatest weakness and a potential cause of its demise. From the late 1760s onwards, Hume feared that the fine balance between authority and liberty that was at the heart of the British constitution was in imminent danger of being upset to the point where he might see his earlier predictions about the dire prospects of the British constitution come true in his own lifetime.
59
In the aftermath of the controversial Middlesex election of 1768 popular support for Wilkes, who had been ousted from his seat in Parliament, had developed into an extraparliamentary movement that rallied around the cry 'Wilkes and Liberty' and pressed for a variety of political reforms. The movement had a radical edge and cries for the abolition of the monarchy were intermittently heard, especially in London, one of its centres of support, where Wilkes was elected Lord Mayor in 1774. Hume's numerous references to the London 'Mob' indicate that he regarded the popular, extra-parliamentary influence on the conduct of government business with a disparagement at times bordering on despair. 60 He predicted that 'There must necessarily be a Struggle between the Mob and the Constitution' and hoped for 'the Restoration of the Government to the King, Nobility, and Gentry of this Realm'. 61 As a defender of a constitutional establishment that was essentially oligarchic in nature, Hume was strongly opposed to the radical and republican political demands that came to the fore in the 1760s and 1770s, writing to his nephew in 1775 that 'Such Fools are they, who perpetually cry out Liberty: [ If the Country of Renfrew think it indispensably necessary for them to interpose in public Matters, I wish they woud advise the King first to punish those insolent Rascals in London and Middlessex, who daily insult him and the whole Legislature, before he think of America. Ask him, how he can expect, that a form of Government will maintain an Authority at 3000 Miles distance when it cannot make itself be respected or even treated with common Decency at home.
63
This statement indicates that Hume regarded the extra-parliamentary reform movement in England as a direct challenge to the authority of the British government, a challenge that was in its own way at least as serious as the colonial resistance that had escalated into the War of American Independence. While the lack of domestic respect for the King-in-Parliament was worrying in itself, especially as it cast serious doubts over the prospects of Parliament's attempt to impose its authority on the American colonies, Hume was even more concerned about the domestic repercussions of the loss of the colonies. Writing to Strahan in November 1775, Hume suggested that the worst Effect of the Loss of America, will not be the Detriment to our Manufactures, which will be a mere trifle, or to our Navigation, which will not be considerable; but to the Credit and Reputation of Government, which has already but too little Authority. You will probably see a Scene of Anarchy and Confusion open'd at home, the best Consequence of which is a settled Plan of arbitrary Power; the worst, total Ruin and Destruction. 64 Due to the fragility of the British constitution the prospect of the eventual loss of the American colonies raised the spectre of the violent death of the British constitution, a death Hume had prognosticated, albeit as a theoretical possibility, as early as 1741. 65 Compared with this scenario, the loss of the colonies seemed the lesser of two evils. Even though 'the loss of an empire was a high price to pay for institutional stability ', 66 it was one Hume would have paid only too gladly in order to safeguard that stability. Reacting to news of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the first major engagement of the War that had resulted in a pyrrhic victory for the British army over the Revolutionary forces at the Charlestown peninsula near Boston, Hume devised the whimsical thought experiment in his letter to Stuart, postulating 'four Events, which in my opinion will fully establish our Prosperity'. The first two of these are 'that we do not possess a single 63 To Mure, 27 Oct. 1775: HL, ii. 303. 64 To Strahan, 13 Nov. 1775: HL, ii. 304-5. 65 Cf. 'Whether the British Government inclines more to absolute monarchy or to a republic' (1741), in Essays, 47-53. The fine balance between liberty and authority as well as the violence of party meant that since there was a distinct possibility that the constitution might not endure; it was therefore possible to predict the most likely manner of its demise or destruction. 66 The phrase is in Pocock's '1776: The revolution against Parliament', in Pocock, Virtue, commerce, and history, 73-88, esp. 86.
foot of Land, that we can call our own, in America' and 'that, by a common Edict of all the Asiatic Powers, no Englishman under pain of Death, shall ever dare to pass the Cape of Good-Hope', both of which echo similar remarks he had first made in the late 1760s.
67 Had Hume's whimsical demands been put into practice, the bulk of the first 69 The increase of national debt threatened another way in which Britain's constitution might come to an end. Cf. Hume to Strahan, 11 Mar. 1771: HL, ii. 237 ('I can forsee nothing but certain and speedy Ruin either to the Nation or to the public Creditors') and HE, iv. 373 note c ('[T]he endless encrease of national debts is the direct road to national ruin'). For an in-depth discussion see Hont, Jealousy of trade, 325-53, esp. 340-1. 70 According to Sir John Pringle, Hume regarded the British conquest of Canada during the War as a factor contributing to the disenchantment and eventual revolt of the colonies (Pringle to Hume, Mar. 1774, quoted in Livingston, Philosophical melancholy, 311).
71 HL, ii. 300-1. Cf. Tucker's assessment, first made in 1766: 'Is this now a gainful Trade, and fit to be encouraged in a commercial Nation, so many Millions in Debt already?' (Letter from a merchant, 47).
This last statement indicates that Hume's acute concern about the American crisis and that the war was at least in part due to the dramatic increase of the national debt as a result of imperial expansion and defence. This poses the question whether Hume was actually supportive of American demands for self-government or whether the stance he took on the American crisis was motivated primarily or even exclusively by his concern for Britain's self-interest. In this context it is worth emphasizing that it would be misleading to understand Hume's often-quoted statement that 'I am an American in my Principles' as indicating a whole-hearted agreement with the political principles underpinning American resistance to British policies. That statement was immediately followed by the qualifying remark that Britain should 'let them alone to govern or misgovern themselves as they think proper'. 72 This does indicate that by at least 1775
Hume supported American claims for self-government. 73 We have seen that he had earlier recognized the great degree of liberty prevalent in Britain's American colonies and that he had been ambivalent about Britain's right to impose taxes on the colonies since the Stamp Act crisis of 1765-6. Yet the new letter to Stuart suggests that he was far from sympathetic to popular forms of resistance in the colonies, speaking of 'these factious Colonists' and, in a later letter to another correspondent, of 'these frenzies of the people'. 74 While Hume feared the spectre of factionalism and popular unrest on both sides of the Atlantic, its appearance in America was less troubling since it could in theory be dealt with by separation, while the extra-parliamentary reform movement in Britain posed an immediate threat to the oligarchic establishment. Hume's disparaging comments about the politics of the people, his sustained critique of the classical republican idiom, and his refutation of Lockean arguments about the contractual nature of government make it highly unlikely that he would have found much to agree with in either the Declaration of Independence or the notion that popular sovereignty underpinned the Federal Constitution. While Hume's own 'Idea of a perfect commonwealth', outlined in a 1752 essay of that title, appears to have had a profound impact on at least one of the American founders, the new constitutional order about to be created on the other side of the Atlantic went significantly beyond the political world Hume himself was prepared to envisage.
75 72 Hume to Mure, 27 Oct. 1775: HL, ii. 303. 73 Hume furthermore assumed from at least the early 1770s that the colonies 'wanted only a pretext to shake off their subjection to their mother country' (Pringle to Hume, Mar. 1774; cf. the same, Jan. 1773, both quoted in Livingston, Philosophical melancholy, 311). 
IV
The newly found letter to Stuart is the only known letter from the last decade of Hume's life to include religion among the social, political, and economic ills he wished to see addressed in his lifetime. This raises the question what connection, if any, there is in Hume's thought between the issues of religion and empire, in particular in the context of the American crisis. Hume clearly regarded religion as one of the root causes of the American colonists' 'spirit of independency' and his views on how that spirit had been transplanted from the mother country to the colonies can be traced back to the interpretative framework of his earlier Essays, moral and political (1741-2) as well as his large-scale narrative account of Stuart history in the History of Great Britain (1754-6). In the latter work Hume had described how the Puritans' 'spirit of enthusiasm' had allied itself with and contributed to the increase in the 'spirit of liberty' in England with destructive consequences for the Stuart constitution and fortuitous if largely unintended ones for the establishment of a regular system of liberty in Britain. During the reigns of James VI and I and Charles I the 'puritans, restrained in England, shipped themselves off for America, and laid there the foundations of a government, which possessed all the liberty, both civil and religious, of which they found themselves bereaved in their native country', with the result that 'The spirit of independency, which was reviving in England, here shone forth in its full lustre.' 76 The Puritans had helped to transplant that spirit from the Old World to the New since their religious enthusiasm was a prime source of the 'spirit of independency' in the New England colonies just as it had been a prime cause of the rise of the 'spirit of liberty' in Stuart Britain. Hume's statement to Strahan that governing the rebellious colonies after they had been conquered by British forces would necessitate 'Acts of destructive Violence', such as having to 'hang three fourths of their Clergy', indicates his awareness of the intimate involvement of the dissenting clergy in colonial protest, resistance, and eventual rebellion against Britain. 77 Hume, like Edmund Burke, was acutely conscious of the religious dimension of the American Revolution. 78 This point was more famously made by Burke in his speech on conciliation with the colonies delivered before Parliament on 22 Mar. 1775: 'Religion, always a principle of energy, in this new people is no way worn out or impaired; and their mode of professing it is also one main cause of this free spirit. The people are protestants; and of that kind which is the most adverse to all implicit submission of mind and opinion. This is a persuasion not only favourable to liberty, but built upon it. I do not think, Sir, that the reason of this averseness in the dissenting churches, from all that looks like absolute government, is so much to be sought in their religious tenets, as in their history.
[T]he dissenting interests have sprung up in direct opposition to all the ordinary powers of the world; and could justify that opposition only on a strong claim to natural liberty. Their very existence depended on the powerful and unremitted assertion of that claim. All protestantism, even the most cold and passive, is a sort of dissent. But the religion most prevalent in our Northern Colonies is a refinement on the principle of resistance; it is the dissidence of dissent, and the protestantism of the protestant religion' (The writings and speeches of Edmund Burke: Party, parliament, and the American war, 1774-1780, ed. W. M. Elofson, John A. Woods, and William B. Todd (Oxford 1996), 121-2). Yet Hume's statement in the new letter to Stuart hints at general views about established religion that are not confined to the immediate context of the American crisis considered so far. We therefore need to go beyond this particular context and consider the letter in the light of Hume's attitude towards the clergy and his position on church establishment. Hume concludes his list of 'four Events, which in my opinion will fully establish our Prosperity' by demanding that 'all the Churches shall be converted into Riding Schools, Manufactories, Tennis Courts or Playhouses', adding that he expects to see this process 'much advanced' during his own lifetime. This statement is very striking indeed, even if we take account of the fact that it was made in a private letter to a friend and allow for the possibility that it contains a modicum of jest or irony on Hume's part. It is one of Hume's strongest recorded statements on established religion and as such needs to be read in conjunction with remarks on the subject to be found in his published writings. These fall into two broad categories, those that offer a disparaging description of certain forms of religion as destabilizing to political order and those that seem to indicate some measure of support for other forms of established religion as an integral part of a well-ordered society. On the one hand Hume castigated most forms of established religion as either superstitious, such as Catholicism, or enthusiastic, like seventeenth-century Puritanism. His Essays and his History of England contain devastating analyses of the corrosive impact of religious fanaticism on public order. On the other hand Hume repeatedly stressed the importance of a religious establishment for the preservation of public morality in a well-ordered society. In the History he indicated that during certain periods of history several Christian churches had acted in a way that had helped to strengthen or even reform civil society. This had been true to some extent of the Catholic Church of medieval England, but it was also true of the Church of England of his own time, which represented an attenuated or mitigated form of superstition, a kind of middle way between the superstition of the Roman mother church and the enthusiasm of certain Calvinist strands of Protestantism. If there is one common theme in Hume's scattered remarks on this topic, it is that established religion ought to be subordinate to civil authority. It is in this sense that he claims in the History that 'there must be an ecclesiastical order, and a public establishment of religion in every civilized community '. 79 There is a striking dissonance, however, between Hume's measured support for an established church in his published writings and the new evidence provided by the strong statement, however jocular, that Hume made in his letter to Stuart. This seeming discrepancy between public statements in the Essays and History and private 79 HE, iii. 134-5. This is underscored by the fact that Hume did not exclude religion from the ideal republican government he outlined in his 1752 essay, 'Idea of a perfect commonwealth'. In his blueprint for a federal republic, clear provisions are made to ensure that the religious establishment is subordinate to civil government and episcopacy is eliminated in favour of a direct control of doctrinal issues by the magistrate. See Essays, 512-29, and the discussion in Marc M. Arkin, ' "The intractable principle": David Hume, James Madison, religion, and the tenth Federalist', American journal of legal history 39 (1995), 148-76, esp. 165-7. remarks made in his letters to friends poses anew the question of Hume's actual convictions about the nature and function of established religion. One way of seeking to throw his opinions on this matter into greater relief is by comparing them with those expressed to others with whom he is known to have debated issues such as this in the latter half of his life. These include the Parisian literati around Baron d'Holbach, an intellectual circle that comprised most of the leading philosophes, whom Hume had ample occasion to meet during his two and a half year sojourn in Paris in 1763-6. Among them were some, who, like Jean-Baptiste le Rond d'Alembert, Denis Diderot, and Claude Adrien Helvétius, became his close friends and whose correspondence with him provides additional clues about the extent to which Hume agreed or disagreed with the philosophes. What is clear from the surviving evidence-some of it anecdotal-is that Hume was interacting with a group that shared his strong interest in religion. While the course of the animated debates about religion conducted at the Baron's dinner table cannot be reconstructed in great detail, sufficient evidence is provided in the form of reports and recollections by the participants in these debates to give us a broad idea of the topics discussed in these debates.
One fertile subject of discussion among the members of d'Holbach's coterie was provided by French and British attempts to convert American Indians to Christianity. Hume's humorous contribution to this discussion, recorded by Diderot, made clear that he did not believe such efforts to have had any lasting effect on the indigenous populations.
80 While the philosophes shared Hume's scepticism about such attempts to export Christianity to the civilizations of the New World, they also pondered its fate in the Old, especially in Britain, as Diderot reported to his mistress Sophie Volland:
La religion chrétienne est presque éteinte dans toute l'Angleterre. Les déists y sont sans nombre; il n'y a presque point d'athées; ceux qui le sont s'en cachent. Un athée et un scélérat sont presque des noms synonymes pour eux. La première fois que M. Hume se trouvera à la table du baron, il étoit assis à côté de lui. Je ne scais à quel propos le philosophe anglois s'avisa de dire au baron qu'il ne croyoit pas aux athées, qu'il n'en avoit jamais vu. Le baron lui dit: 'Comptez combien nous 80 'Puisque j'en suis sur ce chapitre, encore un fait que je tiens de M. Hume, et qui vous apprendra ce qu'il faut penser de ces prétendues conversions cannibales ou huronnes. Vin ministre croyait avoir fait un petit chef-d'uvre en ce genre: il eut la vanité de montrer son prosélyte; il l'amena donc à Londres. On interroge le petit Huron; il répond à merveille. On le conduit à la chapelle; on l'admet à la cène, ou communion qui, comme vous savez, se fait sous les deux espèces; après la cène, le ministre lui dit: "Eh bien! mon fils, ne vous sentez-vous pas plus animé de l'amour de Dieu? La grâce du sacrement n'opère-t-elle pas en vous? Votre âme n'est-elle pas échauffée?-Oui, répondit le petit Huron, le vin fait fort bien; mais si l'on m'avait donné de l'eau-de-vie, je crois qu'elle aurait encore mieux fait." ' (Diderot to Sophie Volland, 6 Oct. sommes ici.' Nous étions dix-huit. Le baron ajouta: 'Il n'est pas malheureux de pouvoir vous en montrer quinze du premier coup: les trois autres ne scavent qu'en penser.' 81 Even though it is rather unlikely that Hume would have concurred with Diderot's contention that Christianity was nearly extinguished in England, it is intriguing to note that the decline of established religion and the purported rise of deism formed part of the topic for the dinner- Even if we take into consideration that similar comments were probably made at d'Holbach's dinner table, the statement Hume made to Stuart is nevertheless striking. It is not, however, the only such statement he is known to have made. In August 1776, almost exactly a year after writing to Stuart, Hume had his famous death-bed conversation with Smith.
84 By then his circumstances had changed markedly: Having suffered for nearly a year from an advanced illness, Hume fully acknowledged that he had only a short while to live, impressing his friends with the equanimity with which he confronted his certain demise. This forms the backdrop to his second-last conversation with Smith, which the latter reported when writing to a mutual friend less than a week later. According to this report, Hume said:
[W]hen I was lately reading the dialogues of Lucian in which he represents one Ghost as pleading for a short delay till he should marry a young daughter, another till he should finish a house he had begun, a third till he had provided a portion for two or three young Children, I began to think of what Excuse I could alledge to Charon in order to procure a short delay, and as I have now done everything that I ever intended to do, I acknowledge that for some time no tolerable one occurred to me; at last I thought I might say, Good Charon, I have been endeavouring to open the eyes of people; have a little patience only till I have the pleasure of seeing the churches shut up, and the Clergy sent about their business; but Charon would reply, O you loitering rogue; that wont happen these two hundred years; do you fancy I will give you a lease for so long a time? Get into the boat this instant.
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Having obtained permission from Hume to attach a record of this conversation to the philosopher's brief autobiography, Smith composed an extended account of that conversation in the form of a purported letter to Strahan, which featured a more elaborate version of Hume's reply to Charon. Unlike the earlier letter, which was written while Hume was still alive, the version Strahan published after his death had been significantly amended by Smith who had toned down some of the remarks on religion.
86 Thus Hume's wish to 'have the pleasure of seeing the churches shut up, and
the Clergy sent about their business' was replaced in the published version with the more general and less contentious phrase 'the satisfaction of seeing the downfall of some of the prevailing systems of superstition'.
87
As recorded by Smith in his initial letter, Hume's whimsical final remarks to Charon provide us with an illuminating point of comparison with the striking statement in the newly found letter to Stuart. A general similarity consists in the jocular tone of both statements, although we have no reason to doubt the earnestness of Hume's avowed goal 'to open the eyes of people'. 88 In both contexts we find Hume contemplating the decline of religion and ascertaining the extent to which it could be expected to take place in his own lifetime. While in 1775 Hume had demanded that 'all the Churches shall be converted into Riding Schools, Manufactories, Tennis Courts or Playhouses', a year later he was whimsically asking for a new lease of life in the form of 'a little patience' from Charon 'only till I have the pleasure of seeing the churches shut up, and the Clergy sent about their business'. On the latter occasion, the closing of the churches is presented as at least in part a direct outcome of Hume's endeavours 'to open the eyes of people'. While Hume earlier expected to see this goal much advanced in his own lifetime, Charon's reply that this 'wont happen these two hundred years' might suggest that he was now expecting this process to take place within a far more extensive 85 Smith to Alx. Wedderburn, 14 Aug. 1776: Correspondence, 203-4. 86 For the composition and publication of this piece see Ross, Life of Smith, 298-304. 87 The printed version also omitted the following sentence: 'Poor David Hume is dying very fast, but with great chearfulness and good humour and with more real resignation to the necessary course of things, than any Whining Christian ever dyed with pretended resignation to the will of God' (Smith more nuanced picture as well as to reaffirm Hume's place in the Enlightenment. Yet the fact that such fundamental questions can be posed anew in the recent literature indicates that a number of interpretative issues about the nature of Hume's thinking on politics and religion continue to be unresolved. It may therefore be worthwhile to conclude by asking how far the evidence for Hume's views in the 1760s and 1770s discussed in the present essay relates to wider questions about Hume's place in the Enlightenment.
Any attempt to locate Hume's place within the currents of eighteenth-century thought generally subsumed under the heading 'the Enlightenment' must confront the difficult question of how his philosophy relates to that of the quintessential exponents of Israel's 'Radical Enlightenment', the Parisian philosophes. Hume had met the likes of Diderot, d'Alembert, and Helvétius during his residence in Paris and had in some cases struck up friendships that were to last to the end of his life. While the conversations he had with Diderot and others at d'Holbach's dinner table cannot now be reconstructed other than from anecdotal and hence inherently unreliable evidence, Hume's correspondence with a number of the philosophes has survived and, taken together with his and their published writings, affords a number of interesting glimpses into the extent of the similarities or dissimilarities between his views on empire and religion and theirs. We have seen that Hume's letters reveal that his stance against Britain's war with her rebellious colonies was motivated less by his sympathy for the American cause than by his fears about the potential impact of that war on the already shaken foundations of Britain's established constitutional order. Evidence elsewhere in his letters nevertheless casts serious doubts on Israel's assertion that Hume's political philosophy 'effectively legitimized even the most oppressive institutions of empire' outside Europe. 92 Hume's strong opposition to British imperial expansion, for which the new letter provides further evidence, was coupled with a desire to see the introduction of a permanent remedy for 'the Oppression exercisd over the poor Natives' by the East India Company. 93 Similarly, while Hume's published writings might suggest that he saw an important role for established religion in society, we have seen that his privately expressed views, even if cast in the form of jocular remarks, reveal that he may not have regarded some form of established religion as indispensable to well-ordered society, as some commentators have claimed. 94 Even though Hume's attitudes towards the American crisis and established religion surveyed here cannot be taken to represent the entire range of his views on politics and religion, the material surveyed on the preceding pages nevertheless suggests a more complex picture than the ones presented by Livingston or Israel. 
